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The Agile framework and its principles were originally created for software development, not
for higher education. The software development environment in which they were created holds
many parallels with the environment of higher education today, including the adaptiveness
required, increased consumer focus, and pace and complexity of change. Principles outlined in
the Agile Manifesto provide a way of dealing with uncertainties and turbulence, and ultimately
succeeding in the midst of them. Agile principles can be applied to support and facilitate
effective teaching and learning in today’s rapidly changing environment.

Introduction
Disruption is a word we have come to hate. Consider the following titles for
articles and papers related to disruption in higher education–a topic which is
pervasive in higher education: “The Disruptive Forces in Higher Education,” “How
to Manage the Disruption in Higher Education, “6 Reasons Why Higher Education
Needs to be Disrupted,” “This Will be the Biggest Disruption in Higher Education,”
and “How Seismic Changes in Higher Education will Impact Universities.” Do
these titles sound like pandemic-era articles? They are not. Each of them is
pre-pandemic. They reflect a number of major disruptors for higher education,
including technology, cost pressures, demographics, the future of tenure, and
diversity and inclusion. Then, there was the pivot of March 2020.

Background
Christensen (2009) compared the disruption in higher education to disruption
in business. He asserted that the expensive and outdated delivery model
of American higher education is a mismatch with current educational
needs. Christensen also observed that products and services, as a general rule,
are “easy to copy, and rarely are a source of enduring differentiability for an
organization. In contrast, the experiences in purchasing and using the product that
the organization provides, and the way it integrates to provide those experiences,
typically comprise enduring differentiation and the consequent ability to sustain
premium prices” (n.p.).
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KPMG, one of the Big 4 accounting firms, provider of consulting services for many
industries and sectors of the economy, including higher education, describes the
environment of higher education as a “disruptive world.” Disruptions include
the “fourth industrial revolution,” the fusion of exponential technologies which
blend carbon intelligence and silicon intelligence; demographic changes; changes
in government funding; international student mobility; climate change and
environmental initiatives; and the “Age of the Customer” (KPMG, 2021).
KPMG’s white paper states that:
In recent years, there has been talk in the sector about blended and flexible
learning, but the reality has been that online resources have supplemented
the dominant mode of delivery, which was synchronous and in-person.
Spurred by the pandemic, but probably coming anyway, is the reverse
situation. Courses will be designed to be delivered through technology
–“digital first” – and supplemented by face-to-face, human support. (n.p.)
They further state that the written word is already being accompanied by video,
mixed reality and simulation. With the availability of smart bots comes the
possibility of personalized learning at scale. All of this contributes to the age
of the customer for universities (KPMG, 2021). With the proliferation of social
media, abundant product information, online purchasing and the ability to switch
preferences quickly, consumer sovereignty is becoming a reality.
Historically, online resources have supplemented the dominant delivery mode,
synchronous and in-person; moving forward, the shift will be to “digital first,”
supplemented by face-to-face support (KPMG, 2021). Some universities will
promote a physical experience on campus as part of their value proposition,
particularly those with recognized brands. Others will need to move to what is
described as the middle ground between physical-learning and virtual-learning
environments–the augmented learning environment, with a view to a deeper
experience with modest premises.
We can lament the evolution of higher education over the years, but these
changes, uncertainties, and challenges are also opportunities. Academic
programs have dealt with budget issues, loss of faculty lines, increasing demand
for online offerings, and, of course, the pandemic. The challenge is to adapt
principles of good practice for higher education to this environment of constant
change.
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An influential work on principles of good practice for higher education was that
of Chickering and Gamson (1989). Their seven principles indicate that good
practice encourages student-faculty contact, cooperation among students, and
active learning; gives prompt feedback; emphasizes time on task; communicates
high expectations; and respects diverse talents and ways of learning. These good
practices of teaching are foundational. Since first published, these principles
have undergone many adaptations and they have been applied in a variety of
institutions and settings (Chickering & Gamson, 1999). One such adaptation
is depicted in Figure 1, Good Practice in Higher Education. Many of these best
practices of teaching have served us well as we navigated changes and disruptions,
and they are related to Agile and design thinking.

Figure 1: Good Practice in Higher Education

Overview of Design Thinking and Agile
Agile is a project management approach that uses an iterative and collaborative
philosophy of rapid product development and production (Agile Alliance, 2021a).
The Agile framework and its principles were originally created by a group of
software developers to be used for software development, not higher education,
but the software development environment in which Agile principles were created
holds many parallels with the environment of higher education today, including
the adaptiveness required, increased consumer focus, and pace and complexity
of change. Because Agile principles are closely aligned with design thinking, an
overview of design thinking will provide background for consideration of Agile’s
application to higher education.
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Design Thinking
Design thinking is an approach to tackling complex problems, referred to as
wicked problems. A single perspective will not solve these problems; they need
a multi-disciplinary, multi-perspective approach. Design thinking balances
desirability, technological feasibility, and economic viability. It is widely used in
business and other sectors.
Tim Brown, CEO and President of IDEO, an innovation and design firm, has
described design thinking as a system of spaces, not a predefined series of orderly
steps (Brown, 2008). Design projects ultimately pass through three spaces:
inspiration (problem, opportunity, or both), ideation (generation, development,
and testing of ideas), and implementation (delivery to the market) (Brown, 2008).
A number of diagrams depicting design thinking principles have been developed.
The strength of the diagram presented below (see Figure 2) is that in addition to
including the steps of design thinking, it depicts movement through the steps in
a nonlinear fashion, with movement back to an earlier step based on feedback
along the way. This diagram does not, however, depict the iterative nature of the
process. After completing the test, the process does not end. The information
gained in the test phase can take the team back to Empathize or Define.
Continued feedback leads to further modifications of the prototype.
A design thinking approach was utilized in a recent redesign of Eastern Kentucky
University’s Masters of Business Administration (MBA) program. This curriculum
redesign provides the context for the following overview of the steps of design
thinking:
• Empathize – Feedback was gathered from stakeholders, including current
and potential students, faculty members, and employers. Information
about peer and aspirant MBA programs was also collected.
• Define – Based on the information gathered, the focus was defined as:
What knowledge, skills, and abilities does a manager at any level in any
organization need?
• Ideate – A list of relevant topics to be included in the MBA curriculum was
compiled based on feedback received, then returned to faculty stakeholders
for further input, which was used to finalize the list of topics.
• Prototype – Topics were then grouped into subject content areas, and
an innovative curriculum was developed. At this point, the proposed
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curriculum was presented to faculty stakeholders for further input; based
on that feedback, further refinements were made to the prototype.
• Test – The redesigned MBA was offered for the first time in Fall 2018.
Feedback indicates many strengths of the program, but refinements based
on feedback received continue.

Figure 2: Design Thinking
(Langhart, 2021)

Agile
Agile has been described by Agile Alliance as the ability to create and respond to
change. It is a way of dealing with, and ultimately succeeding in, an uncertain
and turbulent environment (Agile Alliance, 2021a). The environment of higher
education, clearly, is uncertain and turbulent. What takeaways does Agile offer
higher education? Agile has been described as “thinking through how you can
understand what’s going on in the environment that you’re in today, identifying
the uncertainty you face, and figuring out how you can adapt as you go along”
(Agile Alliance, 2021a).
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Why the Agile Manifesto? After all, it relates to software development. It was
developed in 2001 by a group of software developers who were frustrated with
the current state of their industry. Software companies were, in their view,
far more concerned with excessive planning and documentation of software
development cycles than they were with what really mattered – pleasing their
customers. The group saw opportunities to streamline the software development
process while better serving their customers. It was, in essence, a shift from
bureaucracy to a focus on customers.
Since its beginning in software development, Agile has been used by many wellknown companies, including Amazon, Tesla, and Humana. Non-profits and other
types of organizations use Agile as well. Amazon, in one sense, used Agile from
the beginning, but it took a number of years and some leadership change for
Amazon to fully embrace Agile. Their use of a document they label “PR FAQ” is
particularly interesting. Amazon develops a press release, complete with fake
customer reviews, describing what they seek to develop. The FAQs help them
keep an empathetic perspective. Amazon’s PR FAQ parallels the backward design
framework, which is useful in course development in higher education settings
(Monarch, 2019).
Tesla is considered an agile native. It has used Agile principles since its inception.
Its development processes are streamlined, and they require agility of their
suppliers as well (Justice, 2020). Each company’s journey to Agile is different, and
in many ways, organic (Denning, 2019). Some companies’ journeys are “bottomup at first,” as with Microsoft. Other companies begin in a very public and
aggressive way, as did General Electric (Denning, 2019). Businesses successfully
use Agile principles to solve complex problems. Can Agile be applied to higher
education?

Applying Agile to Higher Education
Six Agile principles have been described as applicable almost anywhere
(Florentine, 2015). These principles are listed in Table 1 below, along with
their applicability to teaching and learning. These Agile principle can be
linked to several of Chickering and Gamson’s (1989) principles of good
practice in undergraduate education: facilitating cooperation among students
because learning is a social process, promoting active learning through social
interaction and engagement with the content material, increasing time on task,
communicating high expectations to prompt extra effort, and respecting diverse
talents and ways of learning.
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Table 1: Six Agile Principles and their Applicability to Teaching

Selected Agile Principles:
Sometimes work doesn’t look like
work. Brainstorming, talking, even
goofing around with team members
sometimes lead to the best ideas and
solutions.
Deliver value early and often. Plan,
develop, complete, test, and release.
Then, repeat.
Break it down. Divide the work into
manageable chunks. Prioritize and
tackle one part at a time.
Focus on capacity, not speed.
Capacity is about how much can get
done in a certain period of time in a
sustainable way. Capacity is based on
resources. If speed isn’t adequate for
given resources, more resources are
needed.
When will the project be finished?
Never. This is the “dreadful
constancy.” There is no such thing as
done; there is only improvement.
Agile methods are empirical. We
learn about doing the work as we do
the work. Each company must find
what works for its projects and its
teams.

Applicability to Teaching:
Teaching and learning are active and
involve creativity. The most important
work is the thinking, and student
interaction is an important part of
learning.
Delivering value early and often is an
important aspect of education. We
deliver value a course, a module, a lesson,
and an activity at a time.
Breaking it down is good advice whether
developing a new course or preparing
to teach a course previously taught. It
is also good advice for curriculum
development.  
Focusing on capacity is important.
Focusing on speed leads to errors and
omissions. Aligning resources with
needs is an important consideration
in education, given budget constraints
of recent years, but it is important to
recognize what can and cannot be done
with existing resources.
Teaching inherently involves the dreadful
constancy. Having taught for many years,
the professor still leaves a class meeting
thinking about what worked, what did
not work, and what could be done better
next time.
Likewise, teaching is learned as
participants engaged in the teachinglearning process learn what works
and what doesn’t work in particular
situations.
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Through their work on the Agile Manifesto (Agile Alliance, 2021b), its developers
came to value four key components:
• Individuals and interactions over processes and tools – The group
acknowledged that processes and tools are important, but they are not as
important as individuals and interactions.
• Working software over comprehensive documentation – Again, they
acknowledged that documentation is important, but it is simply not as
important as working software.
• Customer collaboration over contract negotiation – While the contract is
essential, understanding the customer’s needs is even more important.
• Responding to change over following a plan – Planning is important, but
flexibility is needed as more information becomes available.
The Agile Manifesto includes 12 Agile Principles, which are applicable not only
to software development, but in many other contexts as well, including higher
education. Needs of the client/consumer/user are central, flexibility is essential,
and teams can be highly effective. For higher education, focus on student needs,
as well as needs of their future employers, are foundational. The importance of
flexibility, while always evident, has been highlighted by the pandemic. Higher
education also is increasingly incorporating effective use of teams, both in terms
of institutional decision making and in terms of student learning. The 12 Agile
Principles include:
• Highest priority: Satisfy the customer through early and continuous delivery
of valuable software.
• Welcome changing requirements, even late in development.
• Deliver working software frequently.
• Business people and developers must work together daily throughout the
project.
• Build projects around motivated individuals. Give them the environment
they need, and trust them to get the job done.
• Most efficient and effective method of conveying information to and within
a development team is face-to-face conversation.
• Working software is the primary measure of progress.
• Agile processes promote sustainable development.
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• Continuous attention to technical excellence and good design enhances
agility.
• Simplicity – the art of maximizing the amount of work not done – is
essential.
• The best architectures, requirements, and designs emerge from selforganizing teams.
• At regular intervals, the team reflects on how to become more effective,
then tunes and adjusts its behavior accordingly.
For software development, the highest priority is to satisfy the customer through
early and continuous delivery of valuable software. For higher education, the
highest priority is early and continuous delivery of quality teaching and learning.
Software developers should deliver working software frequently; higher education
should deliver value each day (during class and outside class), each week, each
term, and each year. Faculty members, staff members, and students must work
together throughout the student’s higher education experience, just as business
people and developers must work together daily throughout the project.
Giving motivated individuals the environment they need, then trusting them
to get the job done speaks clearly to our teaching practices. Teachers without
motivation and passion for what they are teaching will not be as effective.
Likewise, motivated students need to be given an environment in which they
can flourish. Continuous attention to teaching excellence and good instructional
design enhances agility.
Many highly motivated faculty members energetically seek to engage their
students in the learning process. While it seems that they/we can work tirelessly
as we do what we love, burnout is possible. Sustainable workloads are essential
for long-term success – for faculty members and for students. Related to
sustainability is the principle of simplicity. An essential part of effective teaching
is prioritizing work and determining what can remain undone. In the classroom,
this may mean trimming additional content to more effectively focus on the most
important content.
Reflecting on how to become more effective, then tuning and adjusting
accordingly, strongly resonates with teaching. As indicated earlier, this is the
“dreadful constancy.” The software project is never complete; likewise, course
delivery is never perfected. The agile teacher is always seeking ways to enhance
the teaching learning process.
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Implications and Conclusion
Agile and design thinking are clearly applicable to teaching and learning,
particularly in the environment in which higher education exists. Specifically, we
can glean the following:
Agile is a mindset, a way of thinking. It asks the question of how we might
complete a project in a way that allows us to understand the situation and create
solutions that respond to change and deal with uncertainty.
Agile is an iterative process, as is teaching. There will be failures, but we can learn
from them. Any teaching model or practice can be improved.
One of the more thought-provoking aspects of Agile is that when Agile is done
right, it can lead to great profitability. Profit, however, is the result, not the
goal. In much the same way, applying agile principles can lead us to success in
teaching, but the teaching and learning process must be the focus. The pressures
for increased enrollments and growth of our programs that many institutions face
cannot be the primary focus. Growth will come as a result of effective teaching
and learning. According to Jesse Shiah, CEO of AgilePoint, “Most organizations
have come to the realization that becoming an agile company, especially as
it applies to digital transformation, is no longer a buzzword but a business
imperative” (Shiah, 2019, as cited in Roe, 2019). Likewise, agility is an imperative
for higher education.

References
Agile Alliance. (2021a). Agile 101. Agile Alliance: https://www.agilealliance.org/agile101/
Agile Alliance. (2021b). Manifesto for Agile software development. The Agile Manifesto: https://
www.agilealliance.org/agile101/the-agile-manifesto/
Brown, T. (2008, June). Design thinking. Harvard Business Review. https://hbr.org/2008/06/
design-thinking
Chickering, A. W., & Gamson, Z. F. (1989). Applying the seven principles for good practice in
undergraduate education. AAHE Bulletin, 39(7), 3-7.
Chickering, A. W., & Gamson, Z. F. (1999). Development and Adaptations of the Seven Principles
for Good Practice in Undergraduate Education. New Directions for Teaching and Learning,
80(Winter), 75-81.
Christensen, C. (2009). How to manage the disruption of higher education. MIT Forum. http://
forum.mit.edu/articles/how-to-manage-the-disruption-of-higher-education/

10 / Isaacs, T. : Agile Teaching and the Agile Manifesto

Denning, S. (2019, March 17). How mapping the Agile transformation journey points the way
to continuous innovation. Forbes. https://www.forbes.com/sites/stevedenning/2019/03/17/
how-mapping-the-agile-transformation-journey-points-the-way-to-continuousinnovation/?sh=4bb174b84b24
Florentine, S. (2015, August 17). 6 Agile principles that apply to everything. CIO. https://www.
cio.com/article/2971822/6-agile-principles-that-apply-to-everything.html
Justice, J. (2020, September 4). Agile business transformation: What it takes to succeed [Video].
TEDxSeattleSalon: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u8t8eYO4HIE
KPMG. (2021). The future of higher education in a disruptive world. https://home.kpmg/xx/en/
home/industries/government-public-sector/education/the-future-of-higher-education-in-adisruptive-world.html
Langhart, D. (2021). Design thinking: Empathy + agility + interaction. ITA Group. https://www.
itagroup.com/insights/design-thinking-empathy-agility-iteration
Monarch, R. (2019, June 18). PR FAQs for product documents. Agile Insider. https://medium.
com/agileinsider/press-releases-for-product-managers-everything-you-need-to-know942485961e31
Roe, D. (2019, June 10). Applying agile practices to business is harder than it looks. CMS Wire.
https://www.cmswire.com/digital-workplace/applying-agile-practices-to-business-is-harderthan-it-looks/

Agile Teaching & Learning: Approaches and Applications: Proceedings of the 2021 Pedagogion / 11

